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'by 1890 the ships of "1877 h&d become well-nigh obsolete; and
by 1900 the best ships even of 1890 were hardly worthy of a place
in the crack fleets of the country'.1 These conditions, which Eng-
land could not avoid, were yet very prejudicial to her. Down to
the Crimean war naval supremacy had rested on wooden ships,
which took a long time to build, and which no Power had the
materials to multiply indefinitely, but which, once built, were
serviceable for sixty years. The effect was that Great Britain,
with her large accumulation of warships, could scarcely be out-
built by any one. But now every few years brought forth new
guns, new armour, and new ship-designs, which made all existing
vessels obsolete. People sometimes speak as if the twentieth-cen-
tury Dreadnought were unique in doing this. As a matter of fact the
'Admiral' class of battleships in the eighties did it quite as much;
and those of the Magnificent class, launched in 1895 and 1896 under
Lord Spencer's programme, did so nearly as much again. Sup-
posing, for instance, that H.M.S. Rodney, launched in 1884 and
completed in 1888, had been set to fight a fleet comprising every
ironclad launched in Great Britain down to 1881, she could, if
properly handled, have sunk them all and emerged from the
contest an easy winner. A single Magnificent would not have stood
the same chance against a fleet of the 'Admiral' class; but, fleet
against fleet, the victory of the later type would have been over-
whelming. Every time a change like this occurred, it became more
practicable for foreign Powers to build against us on level terms.
We had only two special assets left—our large trained naval per-
sonnel, and our insular freedom from conscript militarism,
allowing us to concentrate on the naval arm. But as soon as any
continental state should have a sufficient surplusage of land-
power to spare energy for a bid for sea-power, there was nothing
to prevent its bidding. And that is exactly what Germany from
1898 onwards did.
The chief source of change throughout was the gun. After the
over-late abandonment of muzzle-loaders, which we noted
above,2 a series of large breech-loaders were designed for the
navy. The four mounted on the Collingwood, the first of the
'Admiral' class, were 12-inch 45-ton; but in the Rodney two years
later they were 13-5 inch 67-ton—a type which came to form
the principal armament of no less than fourteen first-line battle-
1 Sir W. Laird Clowes, The Royal Navy, vii (1903), 68.
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